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Come on in… 
 

… Meet Florentina, our Fairtrade neighbour 
 

Notes to accompany Florentina’s story 

presentation (see right to download the slides as a 

PDF document). 

 

Either use an overhead projector and slides, or 

interview a church member “in role” as Florentina. 

For a shorter presentation, just use the words in 

bold type. 

 
Florentina’s words here are extracts from a longer 
interview which took place with Fairtrade 
Foundation staff in 2017; words shown in square 
brackets are rephrased from the original to help 
convey Florentina’s meaning clearly to a UK 
audience and anonymise some details) 
 

SLIDE 1 – Come on in… 

Leader: It is time to “come on in” and meet one of our Fairtrade neighbours – Florentina, 
a banana farmer from the Bocas Del Toro region of Panama.  
 
 
Slide 2 – Meet Florentina, our Fairtrade Neighbour 

Florentina: My name is Florentina Beitia, and I am a member of Coobana, a Fairtrade Co-
operative in Panama producing bananas that are sold in UK supermarkets. Coobana is 
made up of approximately 550 members and workers who work cooperatively [together].  
  
I have 4 children and 3 grandchildren – 2 of my children and 2 grandchildren live with me.  
  
I’ve been working here on the banana farms since 1983. Back then [before we formed 
Coobana] we were part of a state-owned company growing bananas to sell on to a large multi-
national company.  
 

 

Click to download PDF 

http://www.fairtrade.org.uk/Download.ashx?id={BBBC8F62-E04A-412A-9B33-EDF51190FFDF}
http://www.fairtrade.org.uk/Download.ashx?id={BBBC8F62-E04A-412A-9B33-EDF51190FFDF}
http://www.fairtrade.org.uk/Download.ashx?id={BBBC8F62-E04A-412A-9B33-EDF51190FFDF}
http://www.fairtrade.org.uk/Download.ashx?id={BBBC8F62-E04A-412A-9B33-EDF51190FFDF}
http://www.fairtrade.org.uk/Download.ashx?id={BBBC8F62-E04A-412A-9B33-EDF51190FFDF}
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Slide 3 – Why are you our neighbour if you live in Panama?  

Florentina: At Coobana we produce 4,000 boxes of bananas per week which are sold in 
The Coop, Waitrose and Sainsbury’s in the UK.  
 
Bananas have been growing here for over 100 years because the hot tropical climate is ideal for 
them to grow. Growing bananas is the main economic activity for the region, and many 
livelihoods depend on them.  
  
Working on a banana farm is hard, hard work. There are no machines that can grow and 
harvest bananas so each stage of the process relies on human labour.  
  
It takes 9 months for a banana plant to grow, and produce a bunch of 80-120 bananas. We care 
for each banana plant for those 9 months, weeding, protecting the fruits from insects and 
extreme weather like hurricanes, before harvesting and packaging them with care so that high 
quality fruit arrives in perfect condition on UK supermarket shelves.  
 

Slide 4 – What was life like before Fairtrade 

Florentina: Before joining Fairtrade the situation was very difficult. As there was only one 

company we could sell our bananas too, we had no say over the price, and it wasn’t 

enough to cover our costs.  

 It was very difficult with my children. I did not earn enough to be able to give them 

everything that was necessary. There were times when the truth was that we did not have 

enough to eat.  

I will always remember, and I think that I will never forget, that there was one day when my 

eldest son said to me, “Mama, there’s nothing more to eat.” It hurt me so much because there 

wasn’t anything.  

The biggest problem we had then was communal toilets that 4-5 families would have to share 

and we wanted to get rid of. They would all share one basic toilet and bathroom. We also had 

an unreliable water source. The children especially suffered a lot from diarrhoea and from 

illnesses because of it. 

 For 17 years the price didn’t change, and our costs kept going up.  

 [Then] we were introduced to [a UK supermarket working with Fairtrade]. Three of us 

came to the UK to meet with [the supermarket]. It was honestly unimaginable because we 

had never been out to a meeting, never before had we known where our fruit went to or who 

was going to buy it.  

They agreed to buy our bananas and we were finally able to sell our first bananas as 

Fairtrade in 2011.  
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Slide 5 – What difference does Fairtrade make? 

Florentina: If it weren’t for Fairtrade, [our farmer’s organisation] Coobana wouldn’t have 

survived. It would be very difficult.   

As soon as we started selling as Fairtrade the price improved to $9.75 per box, and we 

received an extra dollar [the Fairtrade Premium] per box too, which has enabled us to 

achieve a lot.  

The majority of the houses here were small, cramped and lacked privacy and security. Many 

families would share one room to sleep, cook and live in, and had to share toilets outside.  

From then till now things changed. We give grants to workers and Co-op members to 

build new homes or improve what they have. Hundreds of families now have a new, safe 

and more comfortable home with privacy. I have improved and extended my home, 

adding a kitchen and bathroom so that we no longer need to use the communal latrine.  

 The better price we receive now through Fairtrade also means that we are in a better position 

to plan our business and provide secure employment to all our workers. The Fairtrade premium 

has also been invested in our farms and business. This is very important to maintain our 

competitiveness as a small, independent producer.  

Last year was a successful year. And this year, if God allows it, we are also going to do 

many more things.  

 

Slide 6 – What are your hopes for the future? 

Florentina: I would ask people in the UK to carry on buying Fairtrade fruit. Because there 

are a lot of people, men and women, who work very hard in the hope that over there, the 

market buys our fruit.  

[The Fairtrade Premium] which we receive has enabled us to achieve a lot. Especially in 

education for the children, because if there’s no money, there’s no education. Education 

here is very expensive. We provide grants to children of Coobana members to attend 

school and university, as well as investing in projects, like vegetable patches and chicken 

coops at schools so that pupils can eat a decent meal at school as well as learn about where 

food comes from.  

Many thanks to Coobana I have been able to educate my children. The youngest one is 

now a policeman, my daughter is also a graduate and this is what I want for my 

granddaughter.  

We are working, fighting for [our children] to have a better future so that they can they can have 

a different life to what I had and to how I suffered. Because working on a banana farm is hard. 

And they can have an opportunity to do something else and to have a better life, and to not 

have the problems which I had but instead to have their children in good housing, eating well, 

but we need the support.  


